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The attitudes and opinions of high
school sports participants: an
exploratory empirical examination
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Sport scholars and public commentators have long held both positive and critical opinions about
the influence of athletic involvement on participants and their perceptions of the social world. Yet
for all of the strong claims and deeply held assumptions, relatively little empirical data or social
scientific analysis have been available. This study begins to address this deficiency using new data
from a nationally representative survey of American high school students. We compare sports
participants and their peers in terms of concern for social problems, interracial contact and
attitudes, views of gender roles and sex-based discrimination and political orientation. We find
participants and non-participants differ very little in their social concern and views of gender roles
and sex-based discrimination, while significant differences were found in levels of interracial
contact, views on race relations and political orientation. In view of these findings, we make some
general conclusions about the social influence of sport in the lives of American youth and how this
topic may be further explored in subsequent work.

Keywords: Sport; Athletes; High school; Attitudes; Political orientation; Racial contacts;
Gender ideologies

Introduction

Spert is commonly believed to be a formative experience for the more than 25
million young Americans who participate, not only for athletic development, but also
in terms of socialization, character building, educational and social attainment. The
impact of athletic pagticipation on healthy lifestyles," education and academic
achievement,” delinquency and deviance,’ and later life attainments, social mobility
and civic participation? has been widely studied. Indeed, the social effects of high
school sport participation may be the single most prolific body of work in the field
of sport studies. Yet for all this work, findings about the social consequences and
impacts of athletic involvement have been largely and fundamentally mixed.”> While ’
some studies show sport can have pro-social benefits, others have found that sport
participation can have negative effects. And while extensive ethnographic and
qualitative work has elucidated mechanisms and dynamics on both sides of the
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question, the lack of more general data and analysis has made it difficult to know how
to generalize or assess how these effects may vary by social background and context.

Research into the attitudes and opinions of athletes has suffered from all of these
shortcomings and limitations, perhaps even more than other research areas. Whereas
claims about the behavioral effects of sport participation have yielded conflicting and
uneven results, at least a fairly large number of data sources have been available for
such analysis. The data needed for testing claims and assumptions about sport and
the social outlook of student athletes have been literally non-existent.

Nevertheless, sport is commonly believed to have powerful character-building
and behavior-shaping capabilities (Coakley, 2002, p. 15), capable ofstransmitting
attitudes and values through contact with teammates, opponents, coaches and parents
(Eitzen & Sage, 1978) and through the challenges and dialogs inherent to6rganized
play (Simon, 1991). Two prominent and somewhat polar théoretical conceptions
have often been employed in both popular and scholarly understandings about/the
impact of sport participation on attitudes and beliefs, and thus can provide a useful
orientation to research on this. topic. One associates sport with the dominant values
of society, while the other links sport participation to social change.

In the first view ‘sports merely reflect and perhaps reinforce adherencerto, the
dominant values of the wider society ... sports serve a conservative social function.
They express the values of the wider culture and perhaps socialize participantsiand
spectators to accept those values as their own’ (Simon, 1991, p. 16). The values of
hard work, effort, diligence, delay of gratification, social Darwinism and prestige of
success are believed to be reinforced through sport. Here, sport is a reflection
of a capitalist meritocracy that emphasizes competition, fame and individual sports
heroes and reinforces the belief systems of the economic institution and a conservative
political ideology (Petrie & Reid, 1972; Eitzen & Sage, 1978). Socializing participants
with an emphasis on independence and competitiveness (Kleiber & Roberts, 1981)
reflects coriservative market visions. Conservative and meritocratic arguments claim
sport functions to enforce existing social structures and dominant values systems.

The second conception contends that sport ‘can be an independent basis for
criticism of the wider culture and, depending upon the morality dominant in the rest
of society, can be a force for social change’ (Simon, 1991, p. 17). In this view, sport
can function as moral and ethical education, imbuing young athletes with respect
for teammates and opponents alike, the rule systems that guide their interaction,
and the importance of meeting challenges. Or, as Coakley has argued (1993, 2002),
an athlete’s orientation to the world can empower him or her personally and
politically rather than indoctrinate that individual into established social orders (see
also Simon, 2003).

While these two approaches to the impact of sports participation on the
development of youth are by no means exhaustive of scholarly understandings of
the functions of sport in society, we use them here to frame an exploratory analysis
of the attitudes and opinions of youth sport participants. We use these alternative
conceptions, in other words, to frame our empirical examination of the attitudes and
opinions of athletes as they compare to those of their peers. We use our findings to
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shape a discussion about the attitudinal consequences of sport participation for high
school students.®

The data in this paper come from an analysis of the 2006 Monitoring the Future
data set, a nationally representative survey of American high school students.” The
MTF study, conducted by the Institute for Social Research at the University of
Michigan, has surveyed high school students on behaviors, attitudes and values for
over three decades. The survey form used here includes nearly 2500 high school
seniors and asks about a range of social issues.

Our analysis compares the social and political attitudes of sports participants and
their non-participant peers on four issue categories compiled from MTF survey
questions. The first question set examines level of concern for social problems
including environmental and energy issues, urban decay, crime and violence and
war; the second, student’s attitudes toward women in terms of adherence to
traditional sex role ideologies and belief in sex-based discrimination; the third,
interracial contact and perceptions of race relations; and fourth, general political
orientation.

A literature review will highlight important and relevant work, then the data
and methods will be described. The main body of the paper will then present our
findings and analyses. We conclude with a general summary and a discussion of
the implications of the results and make suggestions for more comprehensive and
grounded research.

Kiterature review®

Overall, very little empirical research was found concerning the social attitudes and
opinions of ‘'youth sport participants; most studies that were located related only
peripherally to jour discussion. Studies with a behavioral outcome-oriented, empirical
focus have Been largely absent or limited in discussions of the social attitudes and
opinions of young peeple involved with athletics. To the extent that such empirical
studies exist; they\are often limited in focus and generalizability, conflicted in their
approach, or simply dated.

Much of the literature focuses on the theorized implications of sport participation
for value-based, ethical and social development. Brunelle ez al. (2007), for example,
studied how sport can be used to teach life-skills and pro-social values such as goal-
setting, problem solving and positive thinking. They surveyed 100 teenagers befcre
and after participating in a golf and life skills program in order to measure sport’s
role in encouraging community service participation and positive interpersonal
values. They found that after the program, participants exhibited more social °
interest, responsibility and personal goal knowledge.’

In his examination of sport as a carrier of social values, Best (1985) highlights
traits theorized to be internalized by athletes, including academic achievement, social
skills, physical development, religious faith, self-control, honesty and independence.
His survey of 1800 American male high school students found that athletic
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participation did not play a distinct role in the formation of social values; athletic
participants held the same values as non-participants. Lee ez al. (2000) conducted a
series of studies to develop and test the Youth Sport Values Questionnaire. The
authors recognize values such as sportsmanship, fair play, friendship and tolerance in
the practice of youth sport and believe individuals learn these values from dominant
social groups and through personal experiences. In a test of their instrument,
enjoyment and personal achievement were among the most important values and
winning among the least.

In the study that most closely resembles ours, Cotter-Smasal (2006) surveyed 68
athletes and 272 non-athletes to compare their political and social attitudes in terms
of community, gender and race. She found student athletes to be socially and
politically moderate and non-athletes to be only slightly more liberal. Athlétes were
significantly less interested in politics and social issues than their non-pacti€¢ipating
peers, and team sport participants were more liberal than individual sport.athletes.
Other recent work (Cf. Azzarito & Solmon; 2009) has begun to examine the effects
of athletic participation on identity development, especially with respect toddeals and
ideologies of gender and race.

Previous work has shown sport participation to be linked with traditional yiews of
gender roles and negative attitudes toward homosexuality. Holland and_Andre
(1995) surveyed a sample of nearly 400 high-school students and found that males
involved with sport displayed more masculinity and traditional attitudes toward
women than those not involved. Female athletes did not differ from non-athletes in
terms of feminity or attitudes toward women, and the aggressiveness of the sport
played had no significant influence on attitudes or gender socialization. In a small
study of college men, Forbes ez al. (2006) reported that participation in aggressive
sports led to hostility and traditional attitudes toward women and homosexuals and
increased levels of dating aggression and sexual coercion.®

The consequences of athletic participation for race relations are also discussed in
the literature. Slavin and Madden (1979) used survey data from over 2000 fifth and
tenth graders in American schools to study school practices that influence race
relations. Participants were asked about their interaction with students of other races
and attitudes toward them. The authors found that working with or playing on
a sports team with classmates of other races were strong predictors of positive
interracial behaviors and racial attitudes (and even more beneficial than
class work and school discussions about race and minorities). Using the National
Education Longitudinal Study, Goldsmith (2004) examined teachers’ perceptions of
interracial friendliness and students’ feelings toward racist remarks and interracial
friendships. Integrated extracurricular activities (including sport) are among the
factors that were found to encourage interracial friendliness. Goldsmith warns,
however, that integration can also increase conflict.'!

Only a few studies examine the political orientations of student athletes and they
are out-dated and limited by their focus on small college populations. Petrie and
Reid (1972) tested the notion that college athletes are out of touch with the general
college population and hold conservative ideologies. Using scaled measures of
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conservatism and political orientation in addition to questions about contemporary
social issues like violent political demonstration, the political and legal system,
women’s rights and homosexuality, the authors found no difference in political or
global ideologies between team and individual athletes. Rather, most supported
liberal viewpoints. This study was limited by its sample size and the lack of a
comparable group of non-athletes. The later of these two problems was remedied by
Petrie (1977) in a similar study using a population of Canadian college students.
Again the political attitudes of the athletes surveyed differed little from those of non-
athletes in terms of general conservatism and attitudes toward contemporary social
issues. Athletes were found to be mostly liberal—and in regards to some topics, they
were even more liberal than non-athletes.

Data and methods

In this paper we aim to gauge the attitudes and opinions of athletes in terms of
broad and basic aspects of American society. We do this in order to establish some
basic, baseline empirical data with which to further analyze and assess the impact
of high school sport participation on social and political attitudes. The design of
this study is heuristic and cross-sectional. The data available to us through the
MTF limits our ability to make causal claims about the effects of sport on the
attitudes and opinions of those who participate. We instead guide our analysis to
provide basic descriptive data about a nationally representative sample of high
schoolstudents who participate in competitive sport. Our research is guided by four
component questions:

1. Derathletes and non-athletes differ in their concern about prominent social
issues and problems?

2.\ Do athletes and non-athletes experience equal exposure to peers of other races
and have siniilar, attitudes toward race relations?

3. Do athletes perceive gender roles and sex-based discrimination differently than
non-athletes?

4. Do the basic political orientations of athletes differ from non-athletes?

According to conservative, individualist and meritocratic conceptions of sport, sport
participants should embrace the dominant social attitudes and opinions of society
and thus share the sentiments of their non-participating peers in all four categories
we investigate. Conceptions of sport as a means for social change and critique would
lead one to expect opposite outcomes; athletes should care more about social
problems, have more positive feelings toward race relations, express more progressive
attitudes toward women and be more liberal leaning than non-athletes. Again,
previous studies on these topics have been mixed and uneven generally, though some
seem to suggest that athletic participants express levels of concern for social
problems similar to those of non-athletes, have positive views of race relations,
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have more traditional attitudes toward women (for males) and are only slightly less
liberal than peers who do not participate in sport.

The MTF data we examine in this paper comes from the Form 5 Data Code-
book for the 2006 survey.'? 2479 senijors from 136 public and private high schools
are included in this nationally representative sample. Table 1 shows the sample
population demographics.

Of the 2479 seniors, 1215 (49.0%) of respondents were female, 1156 (46.6%)
were male and 108 (4.4%) were missing. Most students were white (61.8%), 10.5%
were black, 13.4% were Hispanic and 14.4% did not respond to this question. The
socio-economic status (SES) of participants was measured in three tierstand based
on the educational attainment of respondents’ parents; data were categorized
consistent with prior analyses of the data (Johnston er al., 2007). Neithér\parent
had a college degree for 21.8% of the sample (low SES), 46.7%) had one’parent
with a degree (mid SES) and both parents held degrees in 27:9%¢0f the population
(high SES). Data with missing values were coded as missing and included in the
analysis as categorical covariates. Cases with missing data on the“gender variable
were excluded from the analysis.

Sport participation was measured by a series of questions asking respefidents
if they had participated in competitive sports in the past 12 months. “Se¢hoaol,
community and other organized sports were included as settings determining athletic
participation. It is important to note that the narrow definition of sports participant
as demarcated by affirmative response to these questions can be problematic. Other
scholarly conceptions of athlete status utilize variables beyond mere sport participa-
tion including intensity and duration of sport participation and self and peer
perceived athlete identities. For this study and the basic descriptive conclusions we

Table 1. Sample demographics

n %
Gender Male 1156 46.6
Female 1215 49.0
Missing 108 4.4
Race/Ethnicity White 1532 61.8
Black 259 10.5
Hispanic 332 13.4
Missing 356 14.4
Socioeconomic position High (Both parents some college) 691 205
(Parent Educational Attainment)
Medium (One, not both, parent 1157 46.7
some college)
Low (No parent any college) 541 21.8
Missing 90 3.6
High school athletic participation Yes 1226 49.5
No 1253 50.5
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present sport participation alone serves as our benchmark for categorizing students
as participants or non-participants. A total of 1226 students (49.5%) of the sample)
reported that they had participated in one or more organized sports in the past 12
months and 1253 (50.5%) said they had not.

In order to gauge the social attitudes and opinions of those students active in
athletics, questions from the MTF survey were grouped into four categories
paralleling our main research questions: (1) concern for social problems; (2) racial
contact and race relations; (3) sex roles and discrimination; and (4) general political
orientation.

The first question set aimed to assess student concern for specific social
problems. Respondents were asked to rate how often they worried about general
social problems, nuclear war, population growth, crime and violence, pollution,
energy shortages, race relations, hunger and poverty, land use, urban decay, econo-
mic problems and drug abuse. Their responses were limited to ‘never’, ‘seldom’,
‘sometimes’ and ‘often’. The responses were broken out by participation in any sport
and gender. The social problems sum variable tallied responses to all the individual
items and displayed solid correlation with a Cronbach’s Alpha score of 0.84.

The second set of questions concerns racial contact and perceptions of race
relations. The survey items asked students how much they got to know people of
other races in the context of their schools, neighborhoods, churches, sports teams,
clubs and jobs. Participants were also asked to rate the condition of relations between
whites and blacks as getting ‘better’, ‘a little better’, ‘the same’, ‘a little worse’ or
‘wotse’ (our analysis combined responses of ‘better’ and ‘a little better’ for an
fimproving’ view of race relations). A third item examined attitudes toward the unfair
treaumient, of minorities. Again the responses were stratified by participation in any
sport ‘and’gefider. The race sum variable compiled responses of contact with racial
others in ¢heSettings listed above and respondents’ perception of race relations and
displayed a‘Crombach’s Alpha score of 0.71.

The third sét ptobed student attitudes toward women, testing their adherence
to traditional sex(roles ideologies and belief in gender discrimination. Questions
measured attitudes abgut the independence of daughters and sons, the importance of
motherhood in a woman’s life and the role of fathers in child rearing and deci-
sion making. Response categories were ‘disagree’, ‘mostly disagree’, ‘neither’,
‘mostly agree’, and ‘agree’, and responses were grouped into agree/mostly agree
vs. other for analysis. Participants were also asked to rate how much they thought
women were discriminated against in obtaining college educations, leadership
positions, executive business positions, top professional jobs, skilled labor jobs,
political office and equal wages. Response categories were ‘not at all’, ‘very little’,
‘some’, ‘a good deal’ ‘a great deal’ and ‘don’t know’ and responses were grouped into
a good deal/a great deal vs other for analysis. The sample was analyzed by sport
participation and gender. The discrimination sum variable compiled responses to
the sex discrimination questions and displayed solid correlation with a Cronbach’s
Alpha score of 0.84.
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The fourth set of questions measured students’ general political interest and
orientation. Students were asked to report how much interest they had in
government and current affairs, scaled as ‘no interest’, ‘little interest’, ‘some
interest’, ‘lots of interest’ and ‘very great interest’. Respondents were asked to
describe their political preferences on a scale of ‘strong’ and ‘mild Republican’,
‘Independent’, ‘strong’ and ‘mild Democrat’, ‘no preference’, ‘don’t know’ and
‘other’. When coding for political preference we decided to focus on the two poles
most clearly and predominantly represented in American political life. The responses
of ‘strong and mild Republican’ were combined, as were those of ‘strong and mild
Democrat’. Responses of ‘independent’, ‘no preference’, ‘other’ and_‘den’t know’
were grouped together.

Participants were also asked to rate their political beliefs as ‘very eonseryative’,
‘conservative’, ‘moderate’, ‘liberal’, ‘very liberal’ and ‘radical’d Similar coding.was
used here to focus our analysis on the ideological poles of conservative (responses of
‘very conservative’ and ‘conservative’) and liberal (responses offfvetry liberal’ and
‘liberal’) political beliefs. Responses of ‘moderate’ and ‘don’t know**were/Combined
and ‘radical’ was examined separately.

Basic cross-tabulations to determine relationships between sport partieipation
and individual variables and y? tests were performed. For grouped variables’ that
exhibited high levels of internal consistency reliability, measured by Cronbach’s
Alpha, scaled scores were created. This included concern for social problems, racidl
contact and perception of race relations and belief in sex-based discrimination.
Scaled scores combine response values to form a composite on a continuous scale,
and linear regression models were conducted to test for differences by athletic
participation and gender, adjusting for socioeconomic position. Logistic regression
models were conducted to test for differences in views on race relations and a Baron
and Kenny Test for mediation (Barron & Kenny, 1986) was conducted to examine
whether social contact through sport may mediate views on race relations.

Results

In terms of our initial, most basic question about levels of concern for social
problems, our analysis revealed that high school sports participants exhibit levels of
concern for social problems equivalent to those reported by other students. These
findings are presented in Table 2.

Male sports participants and male non-participants exhibited virtually identical
scores on the social problems sum variable; athletic participants showed a mean
score of 15.6 and non-athletes 15.4. Female participants and non-participants also
expressed largely equal levels of concern for social issues with a mean score of 17.4
for athletes and 17.7 for non-athletes. Slight differences on certain questions did
appear between participants and non-participants. For example, males involved in
athletics were slightly more likely than their male peers to worry less about land use.
Females exhibited a higher level of overall concern for social issues than males that
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Table 2. Concern for social issues by gender and sports participation

Male Female
Athletic Non- Non-
participant paricipant Participant participant

n=692 (%) n=464 (%) n=>505 (%) =710 (%)

Thinking about social issues® 27.4 24.0 24.6t 29.0
Nuclear war 72 7.0 7.6 6.7
Population growth 9.3 11.4 9.7 10.2
Crime and violence 2241 19.8 38.3 39.5
Pollution 10.2 10.3 18.3 1575
Energy shortages 9.1 10.2 8.9 10.1
Race relations 17.8 16.5 21.5 2317
Hunger and poverty 11.8 10.0 24.71 29.1
Open land use 8.0** 13.4 10.7 12.6
Urban decay 515 6.0 310 4.1
Economic problems 151 16.8 15.4 18.0
Drug abuse 19.9% 157, 34.2 33,1
Concern for Social Issues Scale Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
Range (0—37), Cronbach’s 15.6 (6.7) 154 (7.2) 17.4 (6.6) 17.7 (7.0)
Alpha = 0.84

Notes: Often/sometimes vs. seldom/never; Analysis comparing athlete with non-athlete stratified
by gender.

®Great deal/often/sometimes vs. seldom/never.

Significance level (x%): *p <0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001; p < 0.10.

wag'stdtistically significant. The effect of gender was much stronger than that of sport
participation on students’ level of concern for social issues.

Our second)area of inquiry regarded interracial contact and perceptions of race
relations. We fotmdethat sports participants have significantly higher levels of contact
with students of’other races than their non-participant peers, and males involved
with competitive high sc¢hool sport are more likely to view American race relations as
improving than non<participants. These results are presented in Table 3.

For males involved in athletics, sport followed school as the setting in which the
most contact with people of other races occurred; for female athletic participants,
sport followed school and employment. Among male non-sport participants, sport
ranked as the third highest context for interracial interaction, preceded by school
and employment; for female non-participants, sport was the least important context
for such interaction, trumped by school, employment, clubs, neighborhood and
church. Sport was, unsurprisingly, a context in which those involved with athletics
experienced levels of contact with students of other races significantly higher
than those experienced by non-participants; 44.6% of male athletic participants
and 36.2% of female participants got to know students of other races ‘a lot’ in sport,
compared to 19.0% of male non-participants and 10.9% of female non-participants.
Male sports participants reported significantly more contact with racial others than
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Table 3. Proportion of students who had ‘a lot’ of contact with other races by settings and
attitudes about race by athletic status and gender

Male Female
Athletic Athletic
participant Non-participant participant Non-participant
n=692 (%) n=464 (%) n =505 (%) n="710 (%)

View of race relations

Better/a little better  67.9*** STt 69.5 66.1

Same 25.6 31.4 22.4 25.8

A little worse/worse 655X 11.0 8.1 8.3
Minority groups get unfair treatment, but that’s no business of mine

Agree W77k 224 10.7 10.9

Neither 256 2648, 15.6 14.7

Disagree 56.8 54.6 73.8 74.4
Contact with students of other races. ..

In school 45.6 40.7 43,5 445

In your 15.5 14.0 (07 i 1548

neighbourhood

In church 9.1 10.3 12-7 15153

On sports teams 44 .6%** 19.0 36.2%** 10.9

In clubs 18.4% 1353 24.4 2185

On a job 34.0 32.9 36.5 36.8

Contact with other Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

races scale

Range (0-18), 10.0 (4.7)** 7.9 (5.0) 9.7 (4.8)** 8.6 (4.2)

Cronbach’s

Alpha = 0.71

Notes: Analysis comparing athlete with non-athlete stratified by gender.
Significance level (x%): *p <0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001; tp < 0.10.

non-participants over all included settings, with a racial contact scale score mean of
10.0 compared to 7.9 for non-participants. Females involved with sports exhibited
a scale score mean of 9.7 which indicates slightly less interracial contact than male
participants, but significantly more than female non-participants who had a scale
score mean of 8.6.

High levels of racial contact predicted improving views of race relations for
males in a variety of settings; 67.9% of male sports participants reported improving
views of race relations, while 57.7% of non-participants expressed the same
sentiment, a difference significant at the 0.001 level. Male sports participants were
also significantly less likely than non-participants to express worsening views, with
6.5% of participants and 11.0% of non-participants feeling that race relations were
getting worse. Females who participated in athletics shared similar views on the
status of race relations with female non-participants (69.5% and 66.1% respectively
reported improving views). For males, sport participation was significantly related
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to improving views of race relations. A Baron and Kenny Test for mediation asses-
sed whether or not racial contact through sport mediated the influence of sport
participation on views of race relations. A Sobel test for significance found this
relationship to be statistically significant. This relationship is illustrated in Figure 1.

Basically, then, getting to know students of other races through sport is
significantly associated with improving views of race relations, but only for males.
Male athletic participants were slightly less likely than non-participants to feel that
the unfair treatment of minorities was none of their business; 17.7% of participants
agreed with this sentiment compared with 22.1% of non-participants. No significant
differences were noted among females.

The next set of findings speaks to our third research question regarding attitudes
toward gender roles and sex-based discrimination. The differences found between
sports participants and non-participants are slight and insignificant, yet those
between males and females are notable and statistically significant. Female sports
participants and non-participants showed significantly less adherence to traditional
gender roles and believed in more sex-based discrimination than males. Table 4
presents these findings.

An overwhelming majority of girls (86.6% of sports participants and 87.5% of
non-participants) supported equal independence in daughters. Similarly, 72.1%
of females who played sports and 69.1% of non-participants believed motherhood
to be one of the most fulfilling experiences a woman can have and 77.2% vs.
80.3% thought fathers should spend more time with their children. On the other
hand, very few females (7.0% of sport participants vs. 5.7% of non-participants)
thought the husband should make all the important decisions in the family. Females
exhibited\significantly more belief in sex discrimination than males, but were

0.4331 (.1474); p=.0033

Sports "l Race .
Participation Relations
are
“Better”
0.1931 (.1862); p=.2996
SpO{'t S | »| Race
Participation Relations

are
\. Contact with other / Better
1.2335 (.1902); p<.0001 4 races through sports

0.5180 (.1862); p=.0054.

Sobel Test
2.5567; p=0.0106

Figure 1. Contact with students of other races as a mediator for male sports participants’ views of
race relations as improving



1 The attitudes and opinions of high school sports participants 125
124 D. Hartmann et al.

o virtually identical in their perception of sex-based discrimination (scale score means
als a @ of 13.3 for those active in athletics and 13.4 for non-participants).
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non-participants expressed a Republican Party preference with 22.6% and 21.4%
preferring the Democratic Party. Among females, the differences in political
orientation were more distinct, especially in terms of party preference. While 19.4%
of female sports participants and 15.5% of non-participants identified themselves
as conservatives, 18.9% and 20.3% respectively self-identified as liberals;
28.0% of females involved with sports expressed a Republican Party preference as
compared with 19.1% of female non-participants, a difference significant at the
0.001 level.

Discussion

The preceding data and analysis show that high school sports participants generally
express social attitudes and opinions that are moderate and, mirror those/Qf non-
participants of the same gender. However, in some areas students)involved with
athletics do express unique views. For example, one’s concern for<socialfproblems
appears to differ by gender, and participating in sports appears to increase contact
with peers of other races For Male athletes, this contact is related to improvingwviews
of American race relations. Again, gender, not sport participation plays a'definifig
role in attitudes and opinions about gender roles and sex discrimination. Sport
participation is also associated with Republican political orientations, but only for
females. What do these results suggest about the political functions of sport,
especially as they relate to various popular theories and claims about the impact and
value of high school sports participation?

While complicated social problems like poverty, urban decay and crime affect
some youth on a personal basis, they can often seem, and perhaps be, concerns
distant to most high school seniors’ routine interactions in school, extracurricular
activities, at home and among peers. Most schools have some socia Issue-oriented
organizations like chapters of Amnesty International, Gay-Straight Alliances or anti-
war groups, and even though these pale in popularity and visibility to sports teams,
athlete participants do not differ from non-participants in levels of concern for social
issues. Perhaps a sociology or civics course would influence greater concern for social
issues than a football season. These equal levels of concern provide no evidence for
theories that sport can influence criticism of existing social systems and encourage
social change. This finding does lend support to dominant ideology theories that
claim sports express and perhaps ‘reinforce the values of the wider culture’ (Simon,
1991, p. 16).

We found that sports participants interact with peers of other races more than
non-participants. Furthermore, male participants express more improving views
of race relations when they get to know people of other races through sport
participation. Sport provides a unique context for students of different races to get to
know one another by working together toward shared goals, an opportunity that may
not be as influential in other settings. Since sport was found to be a primary setting
for interaction with peers of other races, those who participate may have their
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personal experiences in this setting inform their opinion of race relations in greater
American society. When asked about their concern for race relations and the unfair
treatment of minorities (that appeal to attitudes toward social groups rather than
individuals), male sports participants expressed the same opinions as male non-
participants. It appears then that for male participants, personal and presumably
positive relationships developed in the context of sport participation are reflected in
improving or positive views of race relations. Sport seems to serve (or contribute to)
some kind of a social change function here; however, it appears to operate on a
personal level and does not carry over to concern about race relations or the unfair
treatment of minorities.

Any association that sport has relative to traditional gender roles and belief in sex
discrimination is slight; male sports participants hold generally the same opinions
about women as non-participants, and among females the similarities are even more
noteworthy. While males did hold significantly more traditional sex role ideologies
and saw significantly less sex-based discrimination than females, males involved with
sports did not differ from non-participants in their attitudes toward women. Our
findings do not concur with literature that has shown sport to encourage sexist
attitudes amongst males and benefit positive social development among females. In
fact, these findings cut somewhat counter to views of sport as a vehicle for social
change in that sport participation does not encourage more progressive attitudes
toward women among males or females.

Female sport participants in this study are more likely than non-participants to
claim a Republican preference, yet males expressed similar political attitudes
regardless of athletic participation. These findings suggest that athletic participants
do'nét seek political or social change, but rather align themselves with the established
political order. Some theory claims that sport can impart dominant and conservative
values‘in€luding competition, individualism and social Darwinism, common values
associated. with, Republicans and conservativism. This may help to explain the
leanings of sportsparticipants to the political right. Sport participants experience
social Darwinismwinjthe process of trying out for athletic teams, where only the
best athletes earna spot on the varsity squad or make a team at all. Furthermore,
students who play sports can be pressured by coaches, parents, teammates and
classmates to win (influences that may compound or contradict the pressure to earn
high marks, which non-participants may also experience). For some high school
participants a desire to secure college sports scholarships can further a competi-
tive attitude and a drive to stand out as a sports star. The fact that only
female participants exhibited political orientations significantly different from non-
participants requires further investigation.

In each of the four categories we examined, gender emerged as a defining factor (in
many cases better able to predict attitudes and opinions than sport participation).
Females expressed more liberal and progressive views than males in most areas; they
expressed more concern for social problems, showed less adherence to traditional
gender roles, believed in more sex-based discrimination and leaned slightly more to
the political left than males. Whereas contact with racial others through sport
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participation explained male athletes’ improving views of American race relations,
the same could not be said for females. Why do we see these gender differences? It is
likely that social attitudes and opinions are more effectively transmitted through
gender socialization than socialization through sport and perhaps there are important
differences in the way that sport is practiced by males and females. Gender
socialization may set up males and females to have different experiences with sport
that are then reflected in their social attitudes. Further research is required to flesh
out these important gender differences.

Conclusion

Discussions of the influence of sport participation on youth and fadolescent
perspectives on the social world have been characterized by/conflicting theorétical
assumptions, mixed findings and limited empirical evidence. Thi§_exploratory=study
tests the attitudes and opinions of high school students whe do and do/not
participate in sports in order to contribute empirical evidence to thissdialog. Our
analysis finds support for both conservative and social change visions of sport and
provides evidence that athletes both share and stray from the dominant social
attitudes and opinions of their peer group. Young people in our sample expressed
similar levels of concern for social problems and shared sentiments toward gender
roles and sex-based discrimination regardless of athletic participation. However,
some significant differences between sports participants and non-participants were
found in the areas of interracial contact, views of race relations and political
orientation. These differences were also gender-specific; sport participation influ-
enced only males’ positive views of race relations, and only female sport participants
exhibited a significant tendency to claim a Republican affiliation (males expressed
similar political orientations whether they engaged in organized sport or not).

This research has several limitations. Our measure of sport participation is far
from perfect. This study offers only a brief snapshot of attitudes and opinions;
longitudinal studies that track youth throughout the life course would provide a
broader view of social and political attitudes and could account for changes in type
and level of sport participation. More comprehensive sport participation measures
have looked at the type and intensity of sport, character of athletic program and
school and parent and coach involvement. These areas deserve continued investiga-
tion with larger studies that can provide more accurate and fine-grained measures of
athlete involvement. Drawbacks to the sports participant and non-participant
dichotomy (McCormack & Chalip, 1988) should also be considered, along with
the potential and likely effects of self-selection. We must also ask if sport fosters
certain attitudes and opinions, or if youth who hold certain views gravitate toward
sports.

Furthermore, young people who typically participate in sports are generally from
wealthier, more educated and more privileged families (Fejgin, 1994). SES, which
was controlled for here, is a common confounder for statistical relationships. While
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the sample used was nationally representative, it focused exclusively on high school
seniors, neglecting all younger sport participants. Moreover, a larger sample size
would allow for further stratification within the data analysis and could add strength to
some of our findings. For example, one could examine subgroups of athletes, perhaps
looking for differences between team and individual sport participants or between
sports or types of sport (team vs. individual, aggressive vs. non-aggressive).

The attitudinal consequences of sport participation both uphold dominant
ideology and encourage social change. While our findings do bolster claims that
sport more often functions to reinforce dominant ideology and existing conditions
than it does to encourage social change (in that, with a few significant exceptions,
athletes and non-athletes expressed the same social attitudes and opinions), on a
deeper level, they suggest the relationship between sport participation and athlete
attitudes to be far more complex than a ‘one way or the other’ influence. It is this
complexity that requires continued and further empirical investigation. We must
keep in mind that other factors like gender, race, class and community context are
strong forces and influence youth and their views of the social world.

Further work should aim to articulate the contextual complexities (when, where
and for whom) of social attitudes and opinions as they exist among different kinds
of athletes and explore the role of sport participation in the presence of certain
attitudes and opinions among athletes. Considering the level of diversity in which
youth sport is performed (not to mention in school and community contexts),
looking more completely at the American ethnic and racial mosaic could provide
aBetter understanding of the attitudes that may be learned through different forms
of spert participation.

Notes

1. Saboer'al. (2004); Sabo er al. (1999); Smoll et al. (1993); Sabo et al. (2005); Miller et al.

(2008); Darling et al. (2005).

Marsh (1993);"Marsh and Kleitman (2003); Crosnoe (2002) Miller ez al. (2005).

Eitle et al. (2003).

Ewing (2007); Smith (1999); Perks (2007).

Research into the social consequences of sport participation has been conflicting in terms

of healthy lifestyles (Wankel & Kreisel, 1985; Martens, 1993; Nelson & Wecksler, 2001;

Crosnoe, 2002; Eitle ez al., 2003); education and academic achievement (Eitle & Eitle,

2002); delinquency and deviance (Sokol-Katz et al., 2006; Miller ez al. 2007; Coakley,

2002); and later life attainment, social mobility and civic participation (Howell ez al., 1984;

Ewing, 1995; Barron et al., 2000).

6. It is important to note that this paper examines social attitudes rather than social values,
although we recognize that the former is often an expression of the latter. For Lee er al.
(2000) for example, attitudes are dispositions to a given object or situation whereas values
are the overlying lattice guiding these orientations. Much of the previous literature has
focused on theory and values, and fails to empirically explore if and how they are actually
reflected in the social attitudes and opinions of athletic participants and how this could
inform an understanding of the social functions of sport (Cf. McCormack & Chalip, 1988).

7. Johnston ez al. (2006).
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8. The search was conducted over the course of three months through a variety of electronic
and library databases including Sport Discus, Sociological Abstracts, ERIC, ISI Web of
Knowledge, and Google Scholar (further resources were located with the help of the LA 84
Foundation). The review aims to probe the dearth in research concerning social and political
attitudes, illustrating the significance and necessity of contributions to this neglected area of
youth sport studies.

9. See also Goudas and Giannoudisa (2008).

10. See also Harry (1995).

11.  See also Khmelkov and Hallinan (1999) and Moody (2001).

12. Data are available for public access from the Inter University Consortium on Political and
Social Research (http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/).
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As a coach educator, I have tried for years to legitimise ethics as an essential topic for
the development of sport coaches in university and coach education curriculums.
The ethics of sport coaching, edited by Alun Hardman and Carwyn Jones, provides
such a legitimisation through a useful, provocative resource for undergraduate and
postgraduate students. They have commendably gathered a number of well-
renowned ethics, philosophy and sport researchers to address the subject from a
range of discourses. The book is divided into four quite unique parts in an admirable
attempt to systematically address the concepts of ethics for sport coaches, first
defining the nature of coaching and the character of the coach, then discussing
coaching for specific populations and coaching in current contexts.

The nature of sport coaching examined in Part I offers a somewhat narrow
perspective and reflection about the complexity of sport coaching. I was disappointed
in/the limited attention given to the authentic contextual critical analysis of what a
spott coach is or does. Throughout the first parts, there are assumptions made and
examplés given of sport coaching within the realms of sport science disciplines
(including traditional practices of learning techniques), with little acknowledgement
or understanding of the recent shift for coaches to be more educational focused
(Lombardo, 19875 Jones, 2006; Cassidy et al., 2009; Kidman & Lombardo, 2010;
Jones et al., 2011YN\This shift is initially acknowledged in Chapter 1 by Sigmund
Loland, where he.addresses the need for an holistic approach to train athletes, but
the focus of most“of the nature of sport coaching ethics discussion is from a
contemporary competitive sport perspective which largely overlooks the educational
intent to develop athletes.

The first few chapters provide sound critical analyses of philosophical discourses of
ethics and moral development as relevance for contemporary competitive coaching.
I believe the essence of how our highly competitive athletes train and learn is
embedded in the social construction of their holistic development from youngsters
when they experience a range of coaches and are exposed to a range of ethical
situations. These first chapters do not engage with the pedagogical discourse or
research of the essence of coaching as means to enable athletes to develop and learn.
The examples and contexts, therefore, lack in the intent in the act of coaching as a
real educational value that develops embodied intelligences (although Chapter 7 has
an excellent discussion of this concept) of children. Surely the impact of ethical
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